Diagnostic difficulties associated with phaeochromocytoma--4 case illustrations.
The diagnosis of phaeochromocytoma can be extremely difficult with 40%-76% of cases escaping diagnosis during life. Until recently, the only available biochemical test for the detection of phaeochromocytoma in Singapore has been the 24-hour urinary vanillyl mandelic acid (VMA). Urinary VMA has been reported to have a high specificity (85%-100%) but variable sensitivity (28%-90%) in the diagnosis of this disease. In 1993, high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) assays for the measurement of urinary catecholamines and metanephrines were introduced at the Singapore General Hospital. Since 1993, 4 cases of phaeochromocytoma have been detected at our institution. We report here, the diverse clinical presentations of these patients. The urinary-free catecholamine and catecholamine metabolite levels of these patients were compared with corresponding levels from 12 non-phaeochromocytoma patients. Using the reference value of 65.6 mumol/day, we found the urinary VMA to be a highly sensitive (100%) test with a specificity of only 31%. In contrast, a urinary total metanephrine level > or = 9,000 nmol/day was both sensitive (100%) as well as specific (100%).